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Terrors When They Grow Up 


by MuffinLance 


Summary 


The pup was stealing rope, and Lada was watching him do it, and he was staring her in the 
eyes as he did. This was the first sign that something was wrong. 


"Why," she asked. Not a question so much as a... why. Just why. 
"For the prisoner," the pup answered, his chin raised. "It's a dangerous prisoner." 


Or: As the adults scour the woods for the hunter's missing mage, the puppies take a 
prisoner. A baby-Jaime-kidnapped-by-other-babies AU. Teenage Lada is DONE. 


All series parts are independent AUs, and can be read in any order. Mine is the Everyone Is 
BABIES edition. 


Notes 


All blame due to the Enemies-to-Caretakers Whump server. 


See the end of the work for more notes 


The pup was stealing rope, and Lada was watching him do it, and he was staring her in the eyes as 
he did. This was the first sign that something was wrong. 


"Why," she asked. Not a question so much as a... why. Just why. 


"For the prisoner," the pup answered, his chin raised. He was in his human form. The even 
younger pup with him wasn't, and was mauling the rope as much as she was helping to carry it, her 
tail dusting the ground as she let herself be half-dragged along. 


"Uh-huh," Lada said. "And you need enough rope to ring the camp, why?" 


"It's a dangerous prisoner," he said. 


She wondered if she'd ever sounded that self-important as a pup. 


"Right," she said, because she had better things to be doing than getting into a game of tug of war. 
"Good job, carry on." 


The pups nodded very seriously, and trotted off. Not towards the actual prisoner, she made sure. 


Which made it all the more worrisome when she got to the prisoner's tent, and found two furry 
bodies and one tousled head of hair trying to stealthily crawl around the back. She grabbed two 
paws in one hand and an ankle in the other, and dragged them all backwards before the actual 
guards on the tent could spot them. 


"What." Also not a question. 


"Reconnaissance," the pup on two legs said, like if she sounded serious enough Lada would take 
her seriously. 


"That's not the right word," another of the pups said, shifting back to human. "Reconnaissance 1s 
for scouting.” 


"Then what is the right word?" 


"Surveillance, stupid." 


Lada caught a shirt collar in one hand, and put her knee up to stop another little body from its 
tackling intercept. 


"What," she repeated. 


The third pup scratched at an ear with one paw, then shifted back. He didn't bother to get off the 
ground, because he was under the impression that she'd run out of limbs to enforce respect with. 
"We need to know if prisoners get blankets. Humans can't grow fur at all, it's weird." 


"Yes," Lada said, flatly. "The prisoner gets blankets." 


They'd get hypothermia overnight if they didn't. It was weird. 


"Now scat," she said. "If I see you over here again—" 


Which was when another voice talked straight over hers, though with a very similar tone. 


"What," said Alpha Ivanna. 


Lada froze, two pups in hand and one at foot, like she was playing with them. She straightened up, 
and dropped the two she was holding onto the grass. 


"Mother," she said, with all proper deference. 


"You're supposed to be watching them, Lada," her mother said, with all expected disappointment. 


"I am watching them." 


"Lada." 


"I am, they're all over with Dima, trying to cheer him up. These ones just got it in their heads to 
play prisoner—" 


"If you're not going to take this seriously—" 


"I can help—" 


"Watching the pups is helping—" 


"It's literal pup-sitting, the elders can do it. I'm a better tracker than half the people you have out 
there and you know it—" 


"Lada. We are not having this discussion. Watch the pups." Her mother raised her voice to call 
across the way. "Khalida, go with her." 


Khalida, who always seemed to be somewhere nearby lately, or maybe Lada was just noticing her 
more because she was always in the way, straightened up from whatever it was she'd been doing. 


"Yes, ma'am." 


"Suck up," Lada hissed at her, as her mother gave her a push forward. 


"Momma's pup,” Khalida sniped back. 


Behind them, her mother went back into the tent. Lada caught a flash of her father before the flap 
fell closed again. He was meticulously wiping his hands off with a dirty rag, its older stains already 
drying to brown. 


The three pups had already run off, the moment they realized Lada was getting all the blame. Pack 
loyalty at its finest. 


The third sign was the guard on Dimitri's tent. Also a pup. 


"Password?" he demanded. 


Lada glared. Khalida held a finger up to her lips with a conspiratorial smile. One or both of these 
worked, and the pup stepped aside enough for them to look in through the flap. Khalida rested her 
chin in Lada's hair as she peeked over her, casually rubbing her latest growth spurt in. 


Inside were the pups. And their prisoner. It took Lada's brain a moment to process what she was 
seeing, under the rope and the blankets. Dirt speckled its clothes and its pale face, and the circles 
under its eyes were dark enough to be bruises. One of them maybe was. 


Their prisoner was a kid, and for a few ignorant seconds she stood there, staring stupidly, 
mistaking it for something as innocent as a pup. 


Their prisoner was a hunter. 


"What are you doing," she said, shoving her way inside. The pups scattered and reformed behind 
her, like if she couldn't see them she couldn't yell sense into them. "That's a human, a hunter, he's 
dangerous." 


"Very dangerous," Khalida agreed, actively undermining her authority. "You all did a great job 
restraining him. Where did you find him?" 


"At the stream," one pup said. 


"You are not supposed to go to the stream without an adult," Lada said. She would wonder how 
she'd missed a few of them slipping off, if there weren't twenty-odd of them, one of her, and all the 
parents they actually listened to out tracking. 


"We didn't need an adult," Dimitri said, crossing his arms. "We caught him ourselves. Do you 


think he's the mage? I think he's the mage. I told my dad he should let me help look, I'm the best 
tracker—" 


"You are children," Lada said, "and we are not having this discussion. I'm taking the hunter." 


"He's our prisoner, you can't—" 


The hunter's gaze had been flicking back and forth between speakers as it held itself still as a fawn 
in brush. Or a viper. Lada reached into the blanket pile and pulled him out by his sharp little 
shoulder, dragging him after her. His yelp was significantly more restrained than the puppies' 
continued complaints. 


"Wait, please," he said, stumbling after her, "I can't—" 


"Can't what?" 


"T can't walk," he said. 


"Are your legs broken?" she said, giving him a little shake, "Do you want them to be?" Because she 
was done dealing with pups, much less hunter pups. 


"Lada," Khalida said, setting a hand on her shoulder. "Rope." 


Lada looked down. At the very thorough, and very ineffectual, mess the pups had made of tying 
him up. 


Lada took in a deep breath, and counted to ten before pulling her knife. She thought it should have 
felt better, seeing the hunter flinch. Her mother and father and papa had all looked like they felt 
good when they came back from the hunter's camp, and they'd done more than make humans 
flinch. 


"You try running,” she said, when she was done untying him, "and we're going to have another talk 
about those broken legs." 


It was the kind of threat she said half a dozen times a day to the pups. The hunter's kid took it with 
all the seriousness they never had. 


"I'll watch the pups," Khalida volunteered. 


Lada grabbed his arm, and marched him towards the prisoner tent. He didn't try running. 


Jaime had been running that day, down the well-worn wagon tracks to his uncle's farmhouse. He'd 
pushed open the door, and there had been people inside. That was normal, everyone came to his 
uncle, his uncle was the best mage for three towns over, no five towns over, everyone with a sick 
cousin or a lame horse was always coming to his uncle— 


A man caught him by the shoulders as he came in. "Oh no, kid," he said, steering Jaime back out, 
"don't look, ssh, don't look." 


"What...?" Jaime said, but he didn't know how to finish it. "What...?" 


The smell of blood was thick in the air, even worse than when Mrs. Lenosky had her twins and 
everything that could have gone wrong had, except for the worst-worst thing, because his uncle 
had saved her and both babes. It was the first time he'd let Jaime help. Later he'd said maybe he 
wouldn't have, if he'd known, because he didn't want Jaime thinking of blood and pain when he 
thought of his magic, but Jaime had helped then, he could— 


"I can help," he said, trying to push past, but the man kept him pressed against his chest like he was 
a baby. "What happened, I can help, I'm a healer too—" 


"We were tracking a pack," the man said. He said, "I'm so sorry, we were too late," and, "you 
know what those beasts do to mages." 


"I'm Eskender," he said. 


Lada gave the hunter's kid a shove through the tent flap. Which, in retrospect, she might have 
looked through herself first. 


The hunter they'd caught—the one they'd bothered to catch alive—was looking... He was still 
alive. That was an adjective that could be applied to him, for now. 


The kid had frozen just inside, staring down at the man. 


"Lada," her mother said, straightening up. "Explain." 


"The hunters had a kid," Lada said, giving the thing a nudge between the shoulder blades. He 
rocked forward, but didn't take another step. 


"Eskender?" he asked, like he was having trouble recognizing the man under the bruise he'd 
become. 


"Jaime." The man's smile had blood in it. "Like a cockroach, aren't you?" 


"Where did you find him?" her mother asked. 


Lada winced. "...The pups caught him." 


"Lada." 


"IT know." 


"You are supposed to be watching them. Not letting them..." _Ivanna waved her hand expressively 
if confusedly at the tiny hunter. 


"They're asking about our leader, boy," the man said, with sudden intensity, his words coming out 
fast, "but our people are going to be coming, so just you keep your mouth shut, or I'll tell them all 
about our mage. Wouldn't want him getting caught, would you, you little—" 


A boot to his ribs cut him off neatly. Her father sighed, and set his foot back down. 


"Can we please keep the prisoners separate?" he asked, with the same long-suffering tone he used 
when he found either of his mates' hair in his hairbrush. "This is abominable information control." 


Lada grabbed the little hunter's arm and steered him back outside the tent. He went, like a 
particularly boney ragdoll. Her mother followed, and stared down at the boy, who was very much 
not staring back. His eyes darted up to the alpha's once, then back down, like he thought he'd get 
bit for holding someone's gaze. 


"Well," Ivanna said, running a hand through her hair, and wincing when it got stuck in a mat. She 
hadn't slept since the raid last night, and apparently bathing hadn't been on the itinerary, either. 
"Well. He called you Jaime?" 


Jaime gave a miniscule nod, still keeping his gaze somewhere between the alpha's face and the 
ground. 


Ivanna sighed, looked briefly to the sky as if for strength, then knelt to put herself on the little 
hunter's eye level. 


"We don't torture children, Jaime. We're going to ask you questions, and we're going to keep you 
here for awhile, but what you saw in there isn't going to happen to you. I'm not going to lie; we're 
going to kill as many of your people as we can find. All of them, if I have my way. But when this is 
over, we'll find a human town to leave you at. And you're going to pick a different job than hunter, 
and I won't be tearing your throat out a few years from now." Ivanna's mouth turned down. "How 
old are you?" 


"Eleven. Almost," the boy said, quietly. His gaze darted up again, and actually held the alpha's for 
a second. "When is it over?" 


"When your leader is dead, and your mage too." Ivanna held the little hunter's stare a lot longer 
than he could hold hers. 


Eskender asked, "Were you his apprentice?" 


He said, "We can't just leave you here, with the wolves still around. It's not safe for a little mage 
like you to be all alone." 


He asked, "Do you have other family? Anyone with strong enough magic to protect you?" 


Jaime held on to the man's sleeve, curling his fist in it like he used to do to his uncle's when he was 
little. He wasn't little anymore, he was almost ten. 


"I want to go," Jaime said, with the house behind him and him still not allowed to look, and not 
trying to anymore. "I want to go now." 


They found a less occupied area, and sat the little hunter down, and as her mother ran a wet cloth 
through her hair to work out the dried blood and grime, she asked the kid questions. She asked 
them with the air of someone using this as a mental break, and not expecting real answers. The kid 
crossed his hands in his lap and stared at the ground and twitched in place if they moved too fast, 
and did exactly nothing else. 


"Right," her mother said, dropping a very dirty rag back into the bucket of water she'd been using. 
"I'm taking a nap. Watch the puppies, Lada." 


"What should I do with him?" she asked. 


"Just... keep him with you. If he tries to run, or if he's a danger to anyone, do what you have to do." 


She understood what her mother was really saying: they didn't have adults to waste on watching a 
scrawny thing like him. And they'd never promised not to kill him, only not to torture him first. 


"You heard her," Lada said, standing up. "Stay by me, stay quiet, and behave like your life depends 
on it." 


The kid had studiously listened to his potential death sentence. Now he hurried to nod, and literally 
tripped over himself to follow after her. 


Her mother paused a moment, looking back. "Do you have family we should be bringing you back 
to, Jaime?" 


Jaime had been asked that before. He shook his head this time, too. 


The little hunter followed her like a particularly creepy shadow. Quiet, just on the edge of her 
vision, and disturbingly easy to forget. 


"Returning the prisoner?" Khalida asked, turning away from the playing pups to raise an eyebrow. 


Lada put a hand over her face, and let it slowly slide down. "Why," she asked, "is there so much 
mud?" 


"You've been having trouble keeping them in one place. I found something they like better than 
being in trouble." 


"This is trouble." 


"Contained trouble," Khalida said, like that was something to be proud of. 


‘Contained trouble’ was, apparently, bringing the pups down to the stream to fill up a bucket each, 
then creating a mud pit in the middle of camp. They were, Lada was forced to admit, extremely 
contained. 


It was a battle she'd already lost. Lada sat down on the same currently-mud-free rock as Khalida, 
shoving the other girl half-off. Khalida just scooted her butt back closer. 


Lada wished for ten more packmates to help them in pup-wrangling. She'd settle for two more, 
even, if those two were among the pups' parents. But everyone old enough—for any entirely 
arbitrary, very unfair definition of 'old enough'—was out scouring the woods, increasing the search 
radius. They hadn't gotten all the hunters. Hadn't gotten their leader. Hadn't gotten their mage. And 
they knew at least the last of those was still in the area, because even their best trackers were 
finding themselves going in circles, unable to hold a scent, looping around on their own tracks like 
pups chasing leaves. It was the same obscuring magic that had made it so hard to find the hunter 
camp in the first place. It rankled her, rankled the whole pack, that they'd only found them because 
the hunters themselves had made a mistake. 


That they were reliant upon them to make a mistake again. 


"Excuse me," her creepy little too forgettable shadow said softly, and Lada jumped. And he 
flinched at her jumping, and waited like he was expecting her to do more than glare at him for it. 
When she didn't, he kept talking. "...May I sit?" 


"You don't need permission to sit," Lada said. Then: "Don't get muddy." 


The little hunter nodded very seriously, and smoothed out his already dirt-stained pants before 
sitting down on a dry patch a little ways from her. Very much in her line of sight, she noticed. Very 
much not in easy touching range, she also noticed. He sat eerily still for something so young. Was 
that a human kid thing, or a hunter kid thing? It was creepy, whatever it was, and a jarring contrast 
to the pups tumbling and playing a few feet further on. 


They were trying to cheer up Dimitri, as far as she could tell. He was alternating glares at the 
hunter and stares towards the healer's tent, and refusing to be cheered. Lada watched them, her 
head on her hands, Khalida's elbow in her ribs. 


The little hunter's chin sank towards his chest. Once. Twice. The third time she thought he was a 
goner, but he jolted awake again with a guilty glance her way. Then he shifted himself to sit a little 
straighter, and a lot less comfortably. 


She raised an eyebrow. "Did you sleep last night?" 


"I was running," he said, apparently too tired to remember he wasn't answering questions. 


"Picked the wrong direction, huh," she said. 


He flushed. 


Over at the mud pit, one of the young pups was dragging Dima backwards by his tail. This 
succeeded in turning his ball of worried sulking into snappish play-pouncing. And chasing. And 
running a loop around the area, mud flying in their wake. Khalida held up the edge of her cloak as 
a shield for them both. The little hunter had no such protections. 


"I got muddy," he said, staring at her like this was her problem. 


Oh, right. She'd told him not to do that. So apparently his mildly horrified expression was her 
problem. 


"You didn't get muddy," she said, “they got you muddy. Big difference." 


It was at that point that a mudball clocked him in the shoulder. Considering the not-so-nice 
laughter that followed, it was pretty far from accidental. 


He tucked his shoulders and kept staring at her. Again, like this was her problem. 


More mud balls followed. They weren't all for him, but if you gave a pup something acting like 
prey, of course they were going to attack. 


"I'm not going to murder you for getting in a mud fight," she said. "They started it." She had never 
met a pup that needed if someone is biting your tail, bite them back explained to them. 


"I don't want to be in a mud fight,” he said. 


"Good luck with that," she said, and then the pups were on him. 


"He is going to drown in an inch of mud if he doesn't fight back," said Khalida, with a kind of 
morbid fascination. 


"Well," Lada said, "at least they're getting over their fear of hunters." 


It took a ridiculously long time for the hunter-in-training to throw his first punch. Which was really 
more of a flailing elbow, but he pretty effectively followed up with getting his legs between himself 
and the pup pinning him and giving them a good launch into the air. At which point they became a 
perfect target for pouncing, and the mob moved off of Jaime. 


Lada shot him a thumbs up. The kid glared at her, then looked horrified by his own audacity, then 
got dragged off to the side by a pup who wanted to finger-paint mud on his cheeks. After a moment 
of catching his breath, he returned the favor, to growing giggles as the more sedate pups started 
finding their way over. 


Khalida wrangled up an easy lunch of jerky for them—balanced meals could wait until someone 
else was cooking—and Lada enforced hand-washing in a bucket before they got their grubby mitts 
on anything. The little hunter stayed back until the end. 


"You're decent with the little ones," she commented, as he washed up, with significantly less 
complaining than the others. 


"[ had a little sister," he said, back to not looking her in the eyes. 


He didn't elaborate, and Lada didn't ask. She gave him a prod towards the food table. 


Dimitri was already there, grabbing seconds. "That's not how prisoners eat," he said, with a scowl. 
He knocked the food out of the kid's hand. 


The little hunter looked at him. Just for a moment, one Lada mistook as frozen when she should 
have pegged it as calculating. Then he shoved five entire jerky strips in his mouth, and clamped his 
jaws tight as a bear trap as Dima tackled him. 


"Not while we're eating," Lada said. She and Khalida pulled them apart. Khali got a kicking 
Dimitri, while Lada got the hunter, who was an unprotesting weight as she held him around the 
middle. He was staring at Dima, chewing in a manner best described as doggedly defiant. 


"He's not doing it right. Prisoners eat off the ground, that's what the hunters made my mom do," 
little Dima said, and Lada was going to have a talk with the others who were supposed to be 
watching him, because he sure hadn't overheard that kind of thing on her watch. He was glaring at 
the hunter, teeth bared. "Are you better than my mom?" 


The little hunter shook his head, but his gaze was on the ground. Specifically: on the dropped jerky 
strips by Dima's feet. 


"Dimitri, don't waste food," Lada said. "He's a prisoner, but he's not that kind of prisoner." 


"What kind of prisoner is he?" 


"The kind you don't throw food on the ground for without clearing it with me first." 


"But he's evil.” 


"Probably," she said, "but evil doesn't get less evil if you feed it mud." 


She set the hunter back on his feet, then went to kneel in front of Dima, who Khalida was 
pointedly not setting back down yet. Lada rested her hands on his shoulders. 


"You're mom's going to be okay, all right? We'll catch the mage, we'll make him let her out, and 
then she can make him eat all the mud she wants. Until he chokes. Okay?" 


Dima nodded. And sniffed, which was a little horrifying, but when Khali turned him loose he ran 
back to his friends instead of crying all over her. 


The hunter watched him go. Then he started collecting the dropped jerky. 


"You don't have to eat that," Lada said. 


"It's still good," the kid said, wiping it off on a less-muddy corner of his shirt. "I just didn't want 
him to step on it." 


"What." 


"You know," he said. "When you reach for food, and people step on it instead." 


"No," Lada said, "I do not know." 


The kid flicked his gaze up to her for a moment. Then he shoved muddy jerky in his mouth before 
she could take it away from him, and went back to fingerpainting with the little ones. He was 
getting in some pretty intricate designs, now. 


"Tam a little concerned about that kid," Khalida said. 


"I am trying not to be," Lada answered, honestly. 


So. All the pups were re-filth-ifying themselves and the hunter was eating mud-jerky and doodling 
on the littlest pups when Lada's mother came out of her tent. She stopped, wordlessly. She stared, 
equally wordlessly, then turned her gaze slowly to Lada. 


"I'm watching them," Lada said. "They are all in one place and happy and fed and I am watching 
them." 


"Bathtime," her mother said, after a long moment. 


"That was next," Lada said. "I was already going to do that." 


Ivanna let out a slow breath. "Thank you, dear." 


Her mother glanced over at the little hunter briefly. He was currently drawing a very passable tulip 
on a pup's cheek, with some kind of squiggly decoration worked into the pedals that would 
probably look fancy if it wasn't all mud smears. It got an unexpectedly jagged edge as he noticed 
the alpha watching, but then he was using his own sleeve to wipe the mistake off and start again, 
even though his shoulders were in a too-tense line. Lada hadn't realized he'd relaxed, but apparently 
at some point he had. Because this was definitely him, not relaxed. 


"You're trusting him a lot," her mother said, too quiet for any but wolves to hear. 


Her thoughts roiled. But what she said was, "You didn't watch him get taken down by a puppy pile. 
I don't know why the hunters were keeping him around, but it wasn't for his muscle." 


"Hmm," her mother said. Then she left, back towards the other prisoner's tent. 


Jaime was apprenticed to his uncle. But he spent every weekend with his family, his mother and 
his father and his awful little sister who kept getting into his toys while he was gone, just because 
he wasn't there didn't mean he wasn't using them— 


Jaime was apprenticed to his uncle, and he spent every weekend with his family, and then they 
drove him back to his uncle's house for another week. 


Something had spooked their donkey, who had gotten the wagon stuck in a rut. Jaime ran ahead to 
get his uncle. His mother and father and his little sister were behind him, and if he didn't get back 
to them soon they'd get worried, they'd come to look. 


"I want to go," he said, wrapping his hand in Eskender's sleeve like he was a little kid, like he was 
scared of what was inside the house. "I want to go now.” 


His uncle's wards against wolves were by the door where they always were, intact. 


The kid was surprisingly helpful filling buckets for the bath, not complaining over the endless trips 
to the stream. He was even more surprisingly helpful with getting the little ones wrangled, 
especially the wet and soapy runners, one of which he carried back upside-down and giggling until 
he remembered she was watching. Then he very carefully set them down, feet first. 


"How old was your sister?" she asked, which was clearly neither the tone nor the words he was 
expecting. 


"Five," he said, "the last time I— the last time." 


She left it at that. 


Khalida, as the one who started this all, was on pajama duty. So it was just her and Jaime now, and 
a bath of dubious appeal. 


"...Should we change the water?" she asked, staring down into it. 


"It's not that bad," he said, but his face as he also stared down was saying, it is exactly that bad. 


It didn't seem to take as long to heat up enough buckets, this time. Probably had something to do 
with no pups helping. 


Wolf packs weren't known for their nudity taboos, and apparently neither was whatever town he 
came from, because they could both scrub down and squeeze in for a legs-tucked-in soak without 
either of them making it weird. 


The weird part was that it wasn't weird. She let her head loll back against the rim, and the little 
hunter melted down until his nose was just barely above the surface, his eyes drifting closed. 


"If you fall asleep in here," she told him, "I'm letting you drown." 


He blinked slowly, making a token attempt to straighten himself. "Do you just... threaten people?" 


"If that is an all bark no bite joke, they're going to find your body in five different pieces." 


He hid his face behind his knobbly knees, but she was pretty sure that was a grin at her expense. 
She rolled her head towards him, watching the steam drifting up over both of them. The water 
wasn't that hot; the air was just that cold. She probably should have gotten him a coat earlier, or a 
blanket. 


"You seem less evil than Dimitri would have me believe," she said, and he peeked back over the 
top of his knees. "How'd you end up with hunters?" 


"Wolves killed my uncle," he said, "and then they took me with them." 


"Ah," she said, because what else could she say to that. There was probably a story there, because 
there were very few packs that would up and kill a human without reason. Humans lived closer 
together than them, bred faster than them, were more violent than them—stirring up those nests 
they called towns was almost never worth it. Besides, doing things like that led to things like tiny 
impressionable children deciding to be hunters when they grew up. 


"Do you know which pack it was?" she asked. "We've got our own ways of dealing with things like 
that." 


"Eskender never said." 


Khalida came in then, with mud-free towels and clean clothes. 


"Who is watching—?" Lada started. 


"I've got elder Pavel and Nikolay watching the pups,” she said, dropping the clothes off. "The 
super-oversized ones are for you, kid; I figured you'd be better off looking cute and harmless when 
the rest of the pack starts arriving back." 


"_.. Thanks?" he said. 


Khali leaned against the edge of the tub. "My turn?" 


"Still your fault," Lada grumbled. 


"Come on, there's room." 


"There is not.” 


"I can clean your back," Khali wheedled. 


"No," Lada said, sinking lower into the water, and stretching out her legs to fill all available space. 


"I can get out,” Jaime offered. 


"No," Lada snapped. "Do not give in to her, she'll just get worse." 


But the kid was already getting out, breaking their bathtub solidarity. 


And maybe she should have noticed before, but washroom etiquette included a lot of not-staring, 
so it was the first time that she got a good look at— 


"Your back." Lada sucked in a breath. 


The kid froze. Tensed, then relaxed, and reached for a towel. "They're healed." 


And now that she was looking for them, it was like spotting trout in a stream: it took her eyes a 
moment to adjust, to see the first of the pink scars, and then they were everywhere. And he was 
boney, way bonier than she'd realized just watching him hide behind his knees. 


"We are going to the healer," Lada said. She got out, too. Khalida didn't even whine about it, which 
was a rousing agreement. 


"But they're healed," the kid said. 


"That is. Very much not the point." 


She picked up another towel, a fluffier one, and dropped it over his head before setting to work 
drying his long hair. He bore it in put-upon silence, grumpy as any kid too old to need help. 


The clothes were adorably oversized. The pants were fine, Khali had clearly grabbed those from 
Dima or one of the other pups around his age, but the shirt looked like it had come from Lada's 
papa. Khalida had probably grabbed it at the same time she'd been picking up clothes for Lada. 


Jaime was trying, and failing, to get the sleeves rolled up far enough for his hands to stick out. 


"Healer," Lada said. "Now." 


"Healers are for people who need healing," he grumbled. 


She didn't mind that he was finally showing a little spine. She did mind that it was over his health. 


Werewolf pelt economics. 


The world was dangerous, the wilds at humanity's borders untamed. People, particularly settlers, 
paid well for protection. 


Any mage could do magic of the moment: healing, dowsing, a dabble of storm-summoning, the 
usual. But magic didn't /ast. A proper protection spell required an anchor to hold it, some natural 
object with magic of its own. 


Parchment worked quite nicely. 


Regular scribes already wrote on the skins of sheep and calves. It was not a far step for mages to 
adopt werewolf pelts as their preferred medium. Easy to obtain, and there was a certain irony in 
each wolf culled being the literal medium that helped to protect humanity from the rest of their 
kind. A noble cause. 


Dead pelts worked well for the common sort of spells; cheap enchantments, sold off the back of 
carts at market, needing replacement within the year as the magic leached out. 


The discerning customer would, of course, demand that the magic last decades; that it be properly 
bonded to its anchor. This required writing upon living flesh, where the magic of wolf and mage 
would have time to fully twine together, a natural warp to the mage's weft. 


People paid very, very well for such things. Where there was money, there was a market. 


Eskender was merely a humble, and quite successful, entrepreneur. 


Healer Ash was still awake, in the large tent they'd set up to house the wolves they'd saved last 
night. Ten cages, each with a wolf inside, seemingly sleeping. 


"How are they?" Lada asked, softly. 


"Sedated," Ash said. "It's all I can do for them until we find that mage. I can't even get food 
through that spellwork; it's a miracle it even allows water." 


"Dehydration is bad for the pelts," the kid said. He was back to staring at some point not far off the 
ground, but very far from their eyes. "It cuts down on how long the magic lasts. I read it in one of 
the mage's books." 


The caged wolves lay, curled for warmth or on their sides or sprawled strangely like they were 
already dead, their fur clinically shaved over the length of their bodies, tattoos stark on their naked 
flesh. The skin wasn't inflamed where the needle had done its work. The mage had, it seemed, seen 
fit to heal them of their minor skin discomfort. It was easy to see which had been held captive 
longest: both in the extent of their tattooing, and in the stretch of skin over their ribs. 


"Starving to death is preferable?" the healer asked. 


The kid shrugged, his fingers tight around the edges of his rolled sleeves. "Can't kill them many 
other ways after the protections are on." 


"Right," Ash said. "You must be the hunter's kid." His gaze shifted to her. "Is there something 
wrong with him?" 


"There's..." she took in a breath, and let it out. "Just take a look." 


She gave the kid a push forward. He was just as reluctant as his future doctor. 


They adjourned to Ash's usual tent, next door. It was smaller and, at the moment, limited to just the 
three of them. 


"Well?" he said, crossing his arms. 


"Take your shirt off," Lada said, with another nudge. 


Jaime hesitated. Which he had not done with her, but he was distinctly doing while not-looking at 
the healer, and she was not qualified for that train of thought, that was why she'd brought him to 
the healer in the first place. 


"T'll stay," she said. "Okay?" 


He took his shirt off. 


She stayed. Afterwards, she dropped him with Khali, then went to find her mom. 


"They're wolves," Eskender said, the first time he took Jaime to the cages. "Like the ones that 
killed your uncle." 


Their old mage had set up the cages. If Jaime was traveling with them, he would help with those, 
wouldn't he? 


"You said you were just bringing me to the next town," said Jaime. 


A small misunderstanding. That would be unsafe, with wolves so close, and it wasn't on their way, 
besides. Jaime wasn't opposed to earning his keep, was he? 


"What do I need to do?" 


"Everything you need is in these books," Eskender said. "You look like a fast learner. Aren't you, 
Jaime?" 


Mages didn't leave their books behind when they left a place. Jaime made sure he was a fast 
learner. 


"I've finished obscuring the camp," Jaime said. "Can I come to market this time?" 


No no, there was no room in the wagon. Maybe next time, if he was good. If he contributed a little 
more, he might even break even for the expense of feeding him. Not that Eskender minded, having 
such a well-behaved boy as Jaime around was a true pleasure. But he was running a business, not a 
charity, and money had been tight since their last mage departed. A smart lad like Jaime 
understood. 


Jaime had worked with wolf skin before, under his uncle. The stretched skin, cut into innocuous 
rectangles, written on like any other parchment. It did nothing to prepare him for working on live 
skin. He'd known werewolves were smart. People-smart. But that had just made them seem worse. 
Regular wolves hunted sheep, and werewolves hunted humans, especially mages. Jaime had been 
raised in farm country, he'd seen a wolf (a regular wolf) once, at the edge of field and forest, and it 
had been beautiful but he'd still known it needed killing. 


The wolf in the cage was bigger. Much bigger, as tall as a cart pony, and longer. It snapped and 
snarled at him through the bars. 


Jaime learned to lock and unlocked the cages. How to re-cast the spell that kept them from 
appearing human, because it was a lie and a creepy one at that, and anyway, everyone knew that 
animals didn't feel pain the same way people did, so it was more humane this way. The books said 
so. 


He learned the spell to paralyze it while he worked, its eyes lolling and heart beating and lungs 
bellowing under his knees as he sat on it, ink and needle in hand, because his arms were too short 
to reach far if he just sat next to it. 


"Practice on the legs," Eskender said. "No one pays well for those." 


"I'm going to need new clothes," Jaime said, "and some other things. Can I go meet the traders?" 


Oh no, Eskender could pick up whatever he needed, it would be no bother. Jaime was doing great 
work, really, for such a beginner. In fact, Eskender would even loan him the money; an advance 
against his future wages. Jaime could just stay right here. 


The wolf liked to lay on the right side of its cage, pressed against the bars where it could almost 
touch the wolf in the cage next to it. 


They fed the wolves at the end of each tattooing session, throwing the food in before Jaime reset 
the locks. An incentive for good behavior, which could be taken away. When their tattooing was 
complete, there was no longer a reason to open the cages at all. 


The one wolf stopped eating when the other died. 


"I'm very pleased with your work," Eskender said. "At this rate, you'll pay off your apprenticeship 
fees in only a few years." 


Books from a dead man did not usually charge apprenticeship fees. 


The wolf lay under him, her breathing labored. She didn't whine at the needle the way she'd used 
to. She still tried to take his hand off if he closed the cage too slowly. That always made the 
hunters laugh. 


She almost got his neck, when he didn't lock the cage behind him. He would have thought she'd try 
to escape, or go for the ones who'd caught her, or Eskender who was the one organizing this whole 
thing. 


"Sloppy," Eskender said, once she was back in her cage. "Sloppy will get you killed, in this 
business." 


She hadn't given him any scars. 


The lashes did. 


"There," Eskender said, squeezing his shaking shoulder. "There, there. Just a little lesson, for your 
own good. You can heal them tomorrow, once it's sunk in. And you won't forget again, will you?" 


They still thought he was doing it on accident, back then. 


"We'll make you a real hunter yet," Eskender said. "Get your uncle his revenge." 


Jaime could see the wolves that had killed his uncle. They weren't the ones inside the cages. 


The wolves in the healer's tent were sedated, unconscious, unable to identify the person who'd put 
them in there. Unable to press against their bars, and realize he'd broken the magic while he was in 
the tent with them. 


Jaime just needed to be out of their camp before that happened. It was fine. He had enough magic 
left to keep his tracking obfuscations going, so all he had to do was get far enough away they 
couldn't see him. Before the caged wolves woke. Before any of the pack got suspicious. Before 
Eskender's hunters regrouped enough to come for their leader. It was fine. 


When Lada returned, it was to the sight of Khalida stopping Dimitri from smothering the little hunt 
—from smothering Jaime with a pillow. 


"Outside," she told him. "Now." 


"I'm not sleeping next to a hunter," he started, after she'd dragged him out, "it's wrong, he shouldn't 
be here, why can't we just kill him?" 


That last was said at half a whine. 


"I know how you feel," Lada said, "and you're right, to feel that way about hunters. But... we just 
figured some things out about him, and he wasn't really a hunter. He was a prisoner." 


Dima narrowed his eyes. "The eat-off-the-ground kind?" 


Yes, she was pretty sure he was. 


"He wasn't in a cage," Dima said, with continued suspicion. 


"IT don't think he was dangerous enough for one," she said. "He's not a wolf, Dima, not even a 
puppy. Humans don't have claws. They can barely even bite. You've seen how well he can defend 
himself from you; now picture how well he'd do against adults." 


"How do human pups stay alive, if they're that weak?" 


"Usually their pack would protect them, the same way we do for you." 


Dima's eyebrows scrunched together. "The hunters weren't his pack?" 


"No," she said, "I don't think they were." 


The first time he used his magic against them, he didn't use enough. Didn't even get as far as the 
last wolf he let out. Maybe he should have tried to work with it, escaped together— 


He knew he was getting desperate, when trusting a wolf with his life started to sound like a good 
plan. 


They dragged him back to camp. To Eskender, who was holding something worse than a whip. 
They held him down and they put the collar on him and the world went dark and distant and cold. 
When they let him back up, not even bothering to kick him around more, he could barely walk. 
They laughed when he stumbled into the side of a cage. The wolf inside wasn't moving, he couldn't 
tell if it was breathing, he could see it but he wasn't sure if it was really there. 


His magic was—it was sight hearing taste touch smell, it was the thing that let htm know where 
every seed was under the snow in winter, where everyone behind him was standing, where a 
squirrel's nest was in the tree across the clearing. He couldn't tell distance anymore, nothing felt 
real anymore. It was like everything was on the other side of a window, or painted on a backdrop 
at a village square play and if he didn't walk with his hands outstretched he'd hit it. Except all those 
painted-on things kept moving, in ways that made them seem like trees in the wind and people 
laughing down at him, but every single one of them were missing the spark that made them trees 
and people. 


His stomach turned. He threw up. It was, fortunately for the wolf, not considered liquid enough to 
pass through the wards. 


How did people without magic do this? How could he? He couldn't, he couldn't— 


The first time he used his magic against them, they put the collar on. The first time. They'd already 
had it, waiting. 


Another mage made this, he thought, and just kept thinking it. Another mage made this. How much 
were they paid? What reason were they given? Did they even ask for one? 


It was sized for a larger neck than his. How long had their last mage worn it? How long had he 
been able to bear it? Why hadn't he managed to kill them all, and why did Jaime hate him so much 
for it? 


It was weeks before he could walk in a straight line again. 


Weeks before he could draw a straight line again, too. His hands shook when the collar locked 
down his magic and they jittered when the hunter holding its key let the magic trickle through. It 
set back their sales orders by a further month, which was funny, just not in a very funny way. 


"Hey," the pup called Dimitri said, prodding Jaime in the ribs long after he thought the rest were 
asleep. "Hey, were you really a prisoner?" 


"Yes," Jaime whispered, even though it didn't feel quite right. Prisoners were the ones in the cages, 
dragged unwilling to their camp. He'd asked Eskender to take him with. And he could have gotten 
away, if he'd tried harder. 


"Sorry I threw your food on the ground," the pup whispered back. "We can be friends now." 


Jaime wondered, for a moment, if the pup was trying to suffocate him again. But it was worse: he'd 
shifted to his wolf form, which was more like a very large dog, and had sprawled over Jaime's 
chest to be friendly. 


"Get off," the kid was saying, trying to squirm away with his arms pinned under him. The puppy 
piles around him shifted sleepily. Dimitri did not get off. 


Lada yawned, and padded over to plop her own furry self over the kid's legs. He probably hadn't 
been planning to run away. But now he definitely wouldn't. 


No. No, he definitely wouldn't. 


Jaime let his head thunk back against the ground. He didn't let himself go to sleep, but he did 
anyway. 


This was fine. 


Jaime stared down at the wolf in the cage. It was dead. He remembered when they'd brought it in, 
when it had still looked human and the hunters had forced it to kneel and then Jaime had forced it 
into its fur. He'd taken it out of its cage and worked on it and put it back and taken it out, again and 
again. He remembered. Tried to remember. There had to be more to it than that, because—because 
there was always at least one chance he gave them, one slipped spell or moment of forgetfulness, 
the hunters knew by now how forgetful a child he was, but he always... he always gave them at 
least one chance. 


He'd given this one a chance too, hadn't he? He had to have. 


He tried to remember. 


He tried. 


They all ended up the same, but he tried. 


(If he tried harder, maybe they'd actually escape, the only reason the hunters could hold them was 
because of him.) 


"It's like you're not even trying," Eskender sighed, in that disappointed way of his, after the next 
time he forgot to lock a cage. Jaime didn't try fighting back. 


Some of the adults had drifted back in overnight to report. Others had simply slept in the field, and 
would continue the hunt from there. A small group had gathered around Ivanna and her maps. Lada 
came over, and gave her papa a peck on his stubbly cheek. Her father resigned himself to the same 
treatment. Her mother was too busy to interrupt; she was gathered with others around the maps, in a 
rather heated discussion of how to best work a search grid when the mage's spells were making 
them magically incapable of maintaining a direction. Without a good howl session this morning, 
most of them wouldn't have even been able to find their way back to camp. 


"It's weaker over here. Here, too," one of the senior trackers was saying. "I'm telling you, Alpha, 
it's still centered on the hunter camp." 


"Any luck?" Lada asked. 


"Found two more hunters," papa said, slanting a tired grin her way. "Didn't taste much like mage, 
though." 


"We're missing a lot more than two," father said. 


"Had these on them," papa said, reaching into his pocket. He brought out two leather tokens. By 
the way he was holding them by the very tips of his nails, if nothing else, she knew what kind of 
leather they were. "Ever seen them before?" 


Father took one, turning it over and around, frowning. 


"Jaime," Lada called. "Do you know what these are?" 


She'd thought he would have slept longer, after the day he'd had yesterday, but he'd been up the 
moment the first pup stirred. He was still shadowing her, if a bit more distantly, like he wasn't sure 
how far away he was allowed to get before she'd chase him down. The only thing that had 
succeeded in fully luring him away was the elders' cooking. She was pretty sure he was on his third 
helping. 


He looked at the tokens with all due diligence, then shook his head. He was somehow managing to 
hunch over his food while standing straight. He had, she noticed, moved to put more distance 


between himself and her papa. Which was an interesting choice, given that it was her father he'd 
seen torturing a man. 


"Jaime," she said, "you know he was joking about the taste thing, right? We don't eat people." 


The kid continued eating his own food, noncommittally. 


"Who would want to eat a mage, anyway?" Papa shuddered dramatically. "Their blood is bad 
enough. Want to know what it tastes like?" 


Jaime stared up at him, suddenly wide-eyed. 


"Like your least favorite vegetable," he said, face serious, because he always thought he was 
funnier to pups than he really was. 


Lada punched him in the arm, and he crumpled dramatically. Jaime did not seem reassured. 


Her mother and the other lead trackers were coming over now, their own discussion apparently at 
an impasse. More than one of them were eyeing Jaime in ways that made him wisely step closer to 
her. She tugged him to her side, and draped an arm over his shoulders. 


"Hunter's kid?" one asked. 


"Hunter's prisoner," she corrected. Which made most back off, though it didn't stop the side-eyeing 
entirely. He was still a human kid, after all. 


"We're going to check the hunter's camp again," her mother said, for her dads' benefit. "If we can 
destroy enough of their wards, we might be able to take down the ones that have us chasing our 
own tails." 


Ivanna shifted her gaze down to Jaime. The boy flinched into Lada's side, before holding himself 
stiller than ever. Having the alpha crouch down in front of him didn't seem to leave him any more 
reassured. 


"Can you tell us anything about the mage?" Ivanna asked. 


Jaime shook his head, his grip tight on his bowl. 


"Ash said your injuries were healed by magic," Ivanna said. "Did the mage help you? He healed 
you when you were hurt?" She paused, but no response came. "I know he might have been kind to 
you, but the things he did to my people were... were unforgivable. Hunters like him don't see us as 
people. We're not human, but you know us now, you know that we're not so different from you. 
My people need me to find him. We need to unlock the cages." 


"Maybe if he gets far enough away they'll unlock on their own," the boy said, in a sudden stream of 
words. "Maybe they already have, has anyone even checked?" 


"Jaime," Ivanna interrupted him gently. "Is there anything you can tell me to help us find him? To 
help me save my people?" 


"No," he said, and Lada thought she should be able to smell the lie on him, but she couldn't. 


They could barely smell anything, with the mage's spellwork still in the air. 


The kid's injuries had indeed been mage-healed, their age made indeterminate because there was 
nothing natural about the process. They'd been mage-healed, and then he'd gotten more injuries on 
top of them, also mage-healed. Which told Lada everything she needed to know about this mage, 
because what kind of person had the power to heal over and over, but left a kid where he was being 
hurt? 


Ivanna tried to hold his gaze longer, but the boy was steadfastly staring down into his bowl. "All 
right," the alpha said, standing again. "If you think of anything, please tell my daughter, okay?" 


He didn't so much as nod. Some of the others got a bit growly at that, but Lada appreciated the 
honesty. Humans answered too easily, sometimes. 


"Watch the pups," her mother said. "You're in charge of camp." 


"T will," Lada huffed. "You don't have to worry." 


Her mother pulled her in, and kissed her forehead. "I won't. I know it's not fair, asking you to keep 
them all wrangled. But you're doing well." 


"I let them kidnap an entire human pup," she said. 


"Yes, well," her mother smiled, watching a pup come over to drag Jaime away, "at least they 
caught a harmless one." 


One of the pups had found ink and a brush. Face painting, it seemed, would continue. Lada was 
going to ignore that until next bathtime. 


It didn't take long to find the dead ward. The perimeter of the hunter's camp was lined in the things, 
wide leather belts tied to trees, inscribed with lines only a mage could properly read. Some she 
couldn't even properly see; she could infer their presence based on the spacing of the others, but 
her eyes slipped away from where they must be. 


Except for one band, which had scorched the bark above and below it, and hung on now by a 
charred thread. From every other direction, it was still difficult to approach the camp. From here, 
the smell of the bodies within was clear, just as the smell of the caged wolves had been on the 
night they'd found it. 


"They must not have noticed it failing," Ivanna said, touching it lightly. 


He'd noticed. 


The healer came from his tent, walking briskly, an odd look on his face. 


"Lada," he called out, before he was even in a respectable speaking range. "Is your mother still 
here?" 


"She left already," Lada said. "Did something happen?" 


She didn't like the idea of something happening while she was in charge. 


"The cages are unlocked," he said, a small smile on his face. 


Instantly, Dimitri was at her side. "Can I—?" 


"Your mother's still asleep. They all are. But," he said, looking down at the vibrating pup, "pack 
cuddles can only help. Go." 


Dima was off like a particularly furry shot. The healer was smiling after him, when a small hand 
tugged at Lada's sleeve. She looked down into Jaime's eyes. The boy didn't hold her gaze. 


"Can I go back to the tent? I'm tired." 


He certainly looked it. 


"Yeah, okay," she said, giving him a little pat on the shoulder, even though he watched her hand 
like it might bite. "Go. Sleep. I'll try to keep the pups from bouncing on you until lunch." 


"Thank you," he said, quietly, and with a lot more seriousness than an uninterrupted naptime 
deserved. 


Jaime went into the tent they'd slept in last night. Over the tangle of blankets. Then, the feeling of 
Lada's hand still tingling on his shoulder, he flopped down on his belly and squirmed under the 
back flap. 


The collar was well worn on the inside, smooth like even the roughest leather got if it was used 
every day. Every day for years. He was pretty sure their other mage had died in this. His uncle 
would have, too, except that he'd done something to make them kill him before they could ever get 
it on. 


Jaime wasn't going to die wearing it. He was going to escape, he would, because the thought of 
staying here for another day, another year, two years, five or six or seven years— 


(Each wolf they caught must think the same. That they'd escape, go home, that there would be 
something more before they died then this.) 


He couldn't stay here. It was a physical thing, a force that pushed back against imagining, he 
couldn't. Maybe they could make his body stay here, but whatever was left inside couldn't possibly 
be him. He already knew he was someone different than he'd been, when he'd run ahead to his 
uncle's house. 


(He couldn't go home; picking up his sister, touching her after what his hands had done, he couldn't 
do that anymore than he could stay here. Especially not when his parents might not think he'd done 
anything wrong. They were just wolves, after all. What had been done to him was wrong, but what 
was being done to them was happening everywhere human settlements bit into the wilds.) 


The hunters brought in a new wolf. She was talking when they dragged her to him. She said her 
pack leader would find them, kill them all, free her. 


That sounded nice, Jaime thought, as he placed a hand on her head, and forced her into fur. 


She didn't say she had a son his age. She'd only thought it, with exactly the revulsion it deserved. 


The hunter's camp was fairly well overturned, and smelled of death. Ivanna walked around the 
ravens, who barely ruffled their feathers as she passed their feast. Sometimes, wolves and ravens 
shared their meals. This one was all theirs. 


She found her mate in the leader's tent. It was the largest and most well-outfitted, with a hundred 
little objects to track his scent from if they could smell. Those wards, unfortunately, were still 
intact, hidden somewhere among the ones she couldn't properly see. 


He was flipping through a book. "Did you know," Sasha said, "that they've done studies on how 
best to kill us, to preserve the magical properties and suppleness of our skin? Most poisons have a 
negative long-term effect on storage; starving, though less humane, leads to a product of higher 
quality." 


It had the sound of something directly quoted. 


"How many of us died for these studies, do you think?" he asked, casually. 


"We are not killing all humans," she said. 


"Hmm," her Alexander said, and continued flipping pages. 


There was a ratty blanket along the tent's far wall, about as far from the bed as one could get. 
Probably tossed off in those first startled moments of wakefulness. She kicked it, more to make 
sure that they hadn't missed anything than because she expected anything to be there. 


A leather band fell out. 


It had a buckle on one end, like a dog collar. But they hadn't had dogs, and none of the captured 
wolves had had these on. She crouched down, turning it this way and that until she realized what it 
was. 


Not a dog collar. A mage collar. 


Well. That explained why the kid got along so well with their mage, if they were both prisoners 
here. He could have mentioned that little fact— 


It was a thick band. Wolf skin, of course, and her flesh crawled to touch it; clearly old, but a newer 
hole had been punched for a much smaller fit. 


"Problem," her mate said. 


"Maybe," she answered, before realizing that had been a statement, not a question. "Mage collar," 
she said, holding up her own problem. "Child-sized mage collar." 


It might be fine. If the boy's past injuries hadn't been enough, if the malnutrition hadn't been, then 
this collar would have been proof enough that he wasn't with the hunters willingly. It didn't make 
the idea of a mage so close to her pack any less skin-crawling, there wouldn't be hunters if there 
weren't mages to hide their camps, to treat her people's flesh as paper for the harvesting, but he'd 
been with them overnight and hadn't hurt anything. Yet. 


"Look familiar?" Sasha asked, holding out his own problem where she could see. 


On the page were the same runes as on the tokens Sebastian had found. Path clearers, the page 
described them as. Used to negate the obfuscation wards, so the hunters weren't affected by their 
own spells. 


"Any hunter leaving camp would have had one of these," Sasha said. "There's no way the kid didn't 
recognize them." 


No, there wasn't any real way he hadn't. He'd been deliberate, when choosing not to tell them. 


If he'd told them, they could use them to track him. He could negate them in person, but "in 
person" was not where he wanted to be when they realized— 


Sasha had brought one of the tokens with him. When Ivanna held it, something in her mind 
cleared; she could smell the kid's scent on the collar, the blanket, the books. Could remember it, in 
a way she hadn't been able to, before her fingers closed around it. 


The leader's smell was all over everything else. She set that one in her memory, too. 


"That little monster," Sasha said, with a kind of awe that bordered on homicidal. 


He showed her another page. More runes, worked into more complex sigils. They did not, in fact, 
look familiar— 


Until she pictured them worked into the petals of a flower, or inside a bit of stylized knotwork, or 
one of the other designs the mage child had been drawing on the pups. Yesterday, in imprecise 
mud; this morning, in delicate brushes of ink. He'd been drawing sigils on the pups. Sigils for 
hunters to cut out and sell. 


Eskender was still in camp. The hunters would come back for him, even if they wouldn't for Jaime. 
He only needed enough magic to keep obscuring their tracking, and he'd slept well last night; he 
could use a little of what he'd regained to protect the pups. Just a little. Just in case. It would be 
fine. 


The kid had been the hunter's prisoner. But beaten dogs would still crawl back to their masters, 
looking for praise. 


"Back to camp," she said, "now." 


Sasha snapped his book closed. 


Before they could gather the others, there was a howl in the distance. A call for help, young and 
familiar. 


It cut off. 


Lada grabbed the back of a pup's shirt as he tried to sneak into the tent. 


"He's sleeping," she said. "You can get him to draw more later." 


"I was bringing him my favorite blanket," the pup said, very seriously. "Remember? Humans can't 
grow fur." 


And really, who was she to argue with that. 


"All right. But I'll bring it in," she said, holding her hand out. 


Inside were plenty of other blankets, albeit not favorite blankets. There was the oversized shirt 
Khalida had found him, discarded on the floor, his rather dirtier old shirt missing. There was also 
the slight gap where something had dislodged a tent peg as it crawled out. 


Oh, that little— 


"I'm going to break his legs," she promised, to the empty tent. 


When Jaime had woken on the night of the raid, his collar had been as dead as the wolf it was 
made from, which was a weird detail for a nightmare to have. Because this was a nightmare, there 
was screaming everywhere, and the smell of blood, and things in the dark that would chase him if 
they found him. But they hadn't found him yet, which made this a lot less scary than his usual 
nightmares. 


He stole Eskender's boots on his way out, because he was allowed to be petty in his nightmares. 


Since he was asleep, it made sense that he only remembered things in flashes. Emelina, her forearm 
shoved between a wolf's jaws as she groped for her sword, her bared teeth as feral as the wolf's. 
Crawling on his belly under a wagon, with huge paws going the opposite direction just outside. 
He'd thought about the wolves in their cages, but by then he was on the other side of camp from 
them, and he didn't think he could make it back there alive. And it wasn't magic made to last; if he 
got far enough away, it would break on its own. 


Getting far away sounded really, really good. 


He wasn't sure how he got out of the camp, just that he knew he couldn't get caught so he didn't, 
and somewhere in the forest with the screaming and the snarling behind him, he realized this 
wasn't a nightmare, it was a dream. The hunters were dying behind him and his collar was off and 
he could run as long and as far as he wanted. 


Almost as long and as far as he wanted. 


He shouldn't have stolen the boots. They were too large, and for every rock they'd protected his 
feet from they'd left him with two blisters. Which was, if he stopped to think too hard, an adequate 
metaphor for his relationship with Eskender. Jaime was not thinking too hard. Jaime was holding 
his feet in the stream's water, trying to find the point where the cold hurt more than blisters. He 
could heal them, he should heal them, but— 


But he'd never felt pain in a dream. So. Maybe as long as it hurt, then this... wasn't. A dream. 


A pink dawn was just starting over the trees, and he was shivering. He should have stolen 
Eskender's cloak, is what he should have done. He snorted to himself, because there was no one to 
stop him. And he finally healed his feet, even though it was almost the last of his magic, because 
he was out, he was free . He didn't actually know which direction the nearest town was, or how to 
find food in a forest, but that was a problem for future Jaime. 


It was around then that he got tackled by the first werewolf pup. Werewolf pups being, of course, 
roughly the size of normal wolves. This conclusively proved that there was justice in the world, 
just not for him. 


They did not let him put back on his boots. 


Lada's nose was just as useless as it had been since they'd gotten close to the hunter camp. But she 
didn't need her nose when she could see the dampness of freshly overturned rocks all along the 
streambed. He must have been counting on it taking longer for her to notice he'd run, or he might 
have picked a less obvious route out of camp. 


To be fair, he'd almost had that time. 


She ran on four legs, and then he was in sight and staring wide-eyed back at her and running faster, 
the little gremlin, but not as fast as a wolf. She did him the courtesy of changing back before she 
pounced him. She wasn't actually trying to break him. Yet. 


"Where did you think you were going?" she growled. 


"Let me go," he said, squirming and scrabbling instead of answering. 


"Nope." 


"I'm leaving.” 


"Not an option." 


"You can't keep me here." 


"I am twice your size," she said. "Minimum." Because if he kept this up, she was not above shifting 
to something bigger, furry, and more comfortable for sitting on him until he surrendered. 


"You can't," he said, and she realized he meant that, around the time the wind punted her off him. 


He was back on his feet before she was. Leaves spun around them. He held himself straight for 
once, and it shouldn't have been intimidating given that she was looking down on him from two 
feet up, but it sent a chill down her own spine. 


Not a little hunter, or a little human. A little mage. He would grow into his nature, same as wolves 
did. 


"I'm going," he said again, like he expected her to back off and let him wander into the woods. 
Like she should be scared of him now, the big bad bite-sized mage he was, which was what settled 
it. 


"You are ten and barefoot," she said. "You're coming back with me." 


A voice came from the embankment's top. Not a voice she knew. "No," it said, "He's coming with 
us. Aren't you, Jaime?" 


She was her mother's daughter, she was the future pack leader, she was the one who'd been left in 
charge of a camp of pups and elders. It was more important for her to get out the warning howl 
than it was for her to dodge the archer, so that was what she did. 


Jaime stood frozen, because any moment now they would trigger the collar, they would lock down 
his magic, he could already feel that distant darkness pressing in at the edges and it would be easier 
if he just, just breathed through 1t— 


Lada was trying to get up the bank. She was a wolf now, a huge wolf, snapping at them with jaws 
bigger than his head. They laughed as she slid back down on her lame leg and crashed into him. He 
fell back, his hands wet where they'd splashed into the stream's edge. It was cold. Cold as the 
morning he'd thought he'd gotten away from everything, which was only yesterday, which was 
longer and more distinct than the past year of his life. 


They hadn't locked down his magic yet. 


They couldn't, because their collar wasn't on him. Couldn't make him trap her in her shift, or lock 
her in a cage, or hurt her. 


And they certainly couldn't stop him from healing her. 


"Sorry," he said, which in retrospect was not as informative as it could have been, before he tore 
the arrow out of her leg and slapped his hand over the wound, already pushing in as much energy 
as he could. That was all healing was, the easiest of magics, the most natural: just energy, to let the 
body do so much faster what it already knew how to do. 


It hurt her, as much as shoving weeks of healing into an instant should hurt. He held up his other 
arm for her jaws to clamp down around, like he'd seen Emelina do during the raid on the hunter's 
camp. 


(Emelina had lost that arm, then gotten her throat ripped out.) 


But then he was the one bleeding, and she wasn't, and that was a much more natural state for the 
world to be. 


He panted. Sat down, as much as her grip on him allowed. Because he was tired, because the 
streambed was spinning sideways a little, because he knew his arm should hurt more than it did 
and feel closer than it was. 


Her muzzle smoothed out of its snarl. She let go, which let him finish sitting down, which was 
nice. Less nice was how much he was bleeding now. He stared down at his arm. 


Oh. There was the pain. 


The healing was almost instinctive, now. He had a lot of practice. The only delay was when he 
waited, just a second, for Eskender to give him permission. 


He didn't need Eskender's permission. Not now, not ever again, because—because they wouldn't 


catch him again. The hunters were here, and they would take him back if they could, but there was 
someone else much closer. He turned his gaze from his arm to her bloody muzzle, and sat up as 
straight as he could. 


"Are you going to kill me, wolf?" he asked, because he didn't want to say please. 


Her jaws snapped forward again. He couldn't stop himself from flinching back, but she wasn't 
going for his neck, she was going for the back of his shirt. 


No. No no no— 


"Let me go," he yelped, "I'm leaving." 


It wasn't his choice. He was supposed to be a fast learner, but he hadn't figured that out, not even a 
whole year later. 


The camp had heard her howl. The elders were already setting up a defense around the pups, as 
well as they could with their limited numbers; herding them into one tent in the center, moving 
everything that could be a barricade into position. Khalida met her at the edge of camp and paced 
her all the way in, nosing and whining at the blood on her leg so fresh that it should still be 
bleeding. 


It wasn't. It only twinged a little, the strange stretch of scarred skin where she hadn't had any this 
morning. 


She trotted towards the pup tent, still carrying the struggling mage, before turning a confused 
circle. She couldn't put him in there, he was a mage. But he was a pup. But he was a mage— 


She dropped him on the ground, and shifted back so she could shake him properly. 


"Why," she said, "didn't you tell me." 


He was doing the looking-towards-the-ground thing again. And shrugging, like that was an answer 
she'd accept. 


"We are going to talk," she said, "later." 


She kept one hand wrapped tight in the collar of his shirt, because she didn't know how else to 
scruff a human. A mage. Whatever. 


"We have hunters incoming," Lada said, to the elders, who had paused to listen to her. To the pups, 
who were peeking their heads out. So were a few of the formerly caged wolves, who'd been 
bundled in with the pups for their own protection, given they could barely stand. Most still weren't 
even conscious. They had enough energy to growl at the kid, though. Dimitri's mother, the best off 
of them, stumbled forward as she changed back to human. It should have been as natural as 
breathing, but she pushed through the shift like she couldn't remember what she looked like on the 
other side. 


"That's," she said, on her hands and knees, unable to get back to two legs. "That's the mage." 


"I know, Nikita," Lada said, gently. "He's not going to hurt you again." 


Dimitri wrapped his arms around her, both a hug and help for her to remain as upright as she could 
be. The little mage didn't look at her. Or at Lada, or anyone else. She would... deal with that later. 


"Help is coming," Lada said. "We just need to hold out until it gets here." 


And pray it was enough, when it came. Because her mother had taken a small group to the nearby 
hunter's camp, but most of their adults had gone much farther afield, hunting for a mage that had 
been right here all along. But that wasn't what her pack needed to hear. 


... There was one thing she could do, to make sure help arrived in time. She looked down at the 
mage. The mage continued to not look up at her. She gave him another shake. 


"Whatever you've been doing to block tracking," she said, "drop it. We don't need our own pack 
getting lost on the way back." 


She wondered how much shaking she'd have to do to find his spine. It had to be in there 
somewhere; he'd had one before, when he'd stood up to her at the stream, and she hadn't seen it fall 
out there no matter how much he was acting like a deboned fish. 


"It doesn't work like that," he told the ground. "Most of them are physical wards, I can't break them 
from this distance—" 


Yeah, a little more shaking wouldn't hurt. "Drop the ones you can, then." 


She didn't see him do anything. But she could suddenly smell again. The lightning-strike scent of 
him was suddenly everywhere, filling every crevice of their camp that he'd touched, clinging to her 
own skin, the rising-wind danger of magic so sharp in her nose she couldn't imagine how she'd 
missed it. 


Because magic, that was how. 


The pack recoiled from him. Dimitri's mother surged to her feet, growling, though it took her son's 
arms to keep her standing. 


She kept her hand on his collar, and got her pack moving again. They had—and this was not a 
thought she'd ever planned on thinking—more important things to deal with than the mage in their 
camp. 


"Are you going to run again if I let go of you? Because if I have to hold you this entire fight, I'm 
going to be using you like a club." She looked down at the top of his head. One of the pups had 
braided his hair last night, and it was still holding together, albeit with a few more crushed leaves 
tucked in. "Jaime. Look at me." 


He did, and she let him go. She was expecting something to cross his face—surprise, maybe, or 
fear, or hope—but he just looked tired. Too tired to disobey an order like look at me. 


"You are ten," she said, a repeat of her earlier words, because she still meant them. "And barefoot. 
I'm not letting them take you. And... thanks for healing me." 


Something went over his face. She wasn't sure what it was, but she liked it better than what had 
been there before. 


"What do you want me to do?" he asked. "I'm— I don't know any combat magics, they didn't want 
me to know how to fight, but I could... try..." 


She stared at him. And kept staring at him, until he stopped that talk. 


"You're a pup," she said. "Get in with the pups. We've got this." 


Oh, that was an expression she could place: mulish. Lovely. She scruffed him again, and dragged 
him towards the pup tent, where more mules awaited her. Half the pups were in wolf form and 
fluffed up to the maximum, like they could impress her with how big they were. 


"We can help,” said Dimitri, who was apparently their spokesman. Seeing as his mother was 
unconscious again, Lada would have to nip this for her. 


"No," she said, "you can't." 


"Yes they can," the little mage said, finally putting in enough effort to pull his shirt free from her. 
"And so can I." 


He wasn't looking at her. He was looking at Dimitri's mother. 


Ivanna didn't know what was worse: hearing that first howl, Lada's howl, hearing it stop— 


Or the fact that when the howls started again, it was the pups. It was good, it would help all their 
people find their way back, but she never wanted to hear so many pups in distress ever again. 


Her own group arrived first, and to chaos. To the smell of blood and scared pups and the 
oppressive storm-pressure of magic, to arrows and swords and wolves snarling. To—to pups 


standing on their outermost defensive line, what were any of them thinking, she could see elders 
further in, and Khalida, hiding behind the howling pups like cowards, where was Lada— 


She could smell her daughter. Blood, fresh, close. 


Sasha butted his head into her shoulder. He looked her in the eye, then pointed his nose towards 
the smell. Then, with his own howl, he led the rest of their party on the attack. 


It felt like cowardice, not to join them. But nothing she saw here made sense, none of it was right, 
and somewhere in there was the daughter she had left in charge. The daughter whose blood-smell 
was mixed with the mage's. If this was some trick of his— 


She leapt the hunter's line, only tearing out one throat on her way. 


There were signs that this had made sense, at the start. The tent she arrived at was as defensible as 
it could be, camp furniture moved to barricade the position, signs and smells that their injured 
wolves and the pups had been inside. It was all but empty now, except for the formerly caged 
wolves. 


And her daughter, pinning one of them to the floor, the both of them in their wolf forms while the 
mage touched the injured wolf's russet side, while he struggled— 


With half a howl and half a scream, the injured wolf changed back into his human form. Lada did 
as well, a moment later. Her arms wrapping around him, she helped him sit up as he shook. 


"It's okay," she said, "ssh, it's okay. You're not with the hunters, we freed you. But they're here 
now, they're attacking, and we need you. Will you fight?" 


"That's the mage," the man gasped. "He—" 


"He's my problem," her Lada said, voice uncompromising. "Your pack needs you, and there are 
hunters to kill." 


The man hadn't been their pack before; just another victim of the hunters, caught from somewhere 


else and brought here, the same as Nikita had been. But he responded to Lada like she was his own 
alpha. When she let him go, he shifted; there was a healthy sheen to his coat as he bounded out to 
join the fight. 


Ivanna had not shifted back. She stalked over to the mage. He looked up at her, not even bothering 
to stand. 


He might not have been able to, she realized, watching him sway slightly. 


"Mom," Lada said. "I need you to stand down, and—and trust me. You do not have all the facts. 
And I need you out there, they're going to realize they can't win soon and—" 


For that, she would turn back. "Of course they can't win, Lada, you put the pups out there—" 


"She means the hunters," the mage said, as if she wanted to hear from him. 


"Why are the puppies fighting, Lada?" she asked. Puppies with mage signs scrawled under their 
fur, inked on their skins when they'd thought the mage was a child like them. "You let them—" 


Lada drew her lips back. "Yes, I did. Look at them, mom. Look." 


The pups were still on the front line, the hunters striking at them, the elders leaping out from 
behind them to attack and circling back after, as if it were the pups' duty to protect them. 


The hunters were striking at them, but she didn't smell the blood of any pup in the air. They were 
shying from the strikes, but holding their positions. Not fighting, and... not losing. And though the 
elders were darting out to attack, no hunter was taking advantage of the ample gaps in their own 
line. 


"What did you do?" she asked, not sure if she was addressing her own daughter or the mage. 


"Protective wards, mom," Lada said. "He drew protective wards on them." 


"I usually put them on trees," the mage said, still swaying, and it occurred to Ivanna that he might 
not be exactly with them right now. "But this works too, if they can hold the spacing. If they can't, 
that's fine too. For them. Probably not for us. ...Should I do the next one?" 


He was looking towards another of the injured wolves. The last one, Ivanna realized. 


"No," her daughter said. 


He was already standing up, like he hadn't quite heard her. 


"No," Lada snapped, and he sat back down. Then she looked to Ivanna again. "Mom. Can you trust 
me?" 


Ivanna looked at her daughter, her heir. One thing here made sense, at least. "I already do." 


Her daughter had been right. It didn't take long for the hunters to realize they couldn't win. The 
pups couldn't be injured with any weapon they had. The previously caged wolves, doubly so— 
twenty times so—though Ivanna wasn't sure, exactly, whether having more than one of those sigils 
on their skins really offered more protection, when the protection of one already seemed absolute. 
Ropes could still foul them up, nets hold them, and with enough time the hunters could have 
brought them down that way. They had already been starting to, when Ivanna arrived with her 
wolves. 


But the pup's howls were guiding more of their pack home, and no wolf here was interested in 
giving them time. 


Caught between those returning from the forest and a line of puppies they couldn't cross, their only 
choice was to die. The hardest part was getting the pups to hold their line; there was nothing quite 
so blood-thirsty as a child on the winning side of a fight. 


Later, they dragged the bodies into the woods, downwind of camp. Not that they would be camped 
here much longer; tomorrow or the next day, they could start the return to their own lands. They 
might have to stop by a few other territories on their way, to return other caged wolves to where 
they belonged. Or their own pack might have gained a few members; Ivanna would speak with 


them, when they'd had time to rest. 


For now, the ravens were already gathering, with grateful croaks. 


The mage slept through the end of things, tucked under a certain pup's favorite blanket. 


When Jaime woke up, it was nighttime, and his head felt like if he touched it too hard it would 
splinter open. 


"You're awake," Lada said. "My mom needs to speak with you." 


...Right. 


He tucked his shoulders under the stares of the camp. The whole pack was back now, and they 
were... There were a lot of them. And a lot of conversations that stopped as he passed, a lot of 
parents belatedly putting themselves between him and their children. A few pups waved to him. 
Jaime didn't wave back. 


Lada kept a hand on his back, between his shoulder blades. She steered him through camp to a 
clearing. The alpha and her mates were at one side, seemingly lounging next to a small fire, but 
there was space for a lot more than just them. It made sense, when the pack drifted in after them, 
filling out the clearing's edge. 


They were going to do this out in the open. He shouldn't have been surprised; Eskender had liked 
doing things that way, too. Jaime was shaking, even though he hadn't been when Lada dragged him 
back to camp earlier in the day, even though he knew it wouldn't help. 


Speaking of Eskender. 


The wolves marched their other prisoner from his tent, and brought him before the alpha, too. It 
was only practical to judge them at the same time, even if Jaime didn't want to be judged with him. 
A wolf kicked the back of Eskender's legs, forcing him to kneel. Now they were even the same 


height. 


"He's our leader," Jaime said, because this was his last chance to be petty to the man, and he was 
going to take it. 


"He's our mage," Eskender said, the sneer of his voice making it clear that he thought—what, that 
he was taking Jaime down with him? He really must not have been able to see much from his tent, 
or maybe it was his two black eyes, because he'd clearly missed everything important about the 
fight. 


"Yeah," Lada said, giving the man exactly the look he deserved. "We know." 


Her hand was still on Jaime's shoulder. He didn't know why. 


"Is he the one that hurt you?" she asked. He didn't know why she did that, either. 


"One of them," he answered. 


She unsheathed her knife, and handed it to him. Jaime blinked down at it. 


"If you don't want to, or you can't—" she said. 


He stabbed Eskender. The man had still been kneeling, and his hands had been tied behind his 
back. Defenseless at Jaime's feet. That was fine. That was how Eskender liked the people he hurt to 
be, too. 


He handed the knife back, after. "Thank you for letting me borrow it," he said, and someone out in 
the darkness laughed. 


Then he stood there, waiting. 


"So," the alpha said, leaning forward, her elbows propped casually on her knees. And he knew that 
was a signal the whole pack could read, that the leadership of the moment had shifted away from 


Lada, and back to her mother. "You were their mage." 


He was a little less shaky after stabbing Eskender. That was probably not how killing was supposed 
to work, but it made it easier to hold himself still as she spoke. 


"You could have saved us a lot of time, if you'd mentioned what you were," she said, 
conversationally. 


He watched her hands, where they dangled loosely between her legs. 


"Why did you help? Lada tells me half that craziness I saw today was your idea. And she couldn't 
have forced you, not in the time she had. And we didn't have one of these." Her hand moved to the 
side. She patted a mage collar, his collar, and he flinched. 


"Mages don't help wolves. They use us, they kill us, they tack our skins to town walls to remind us 
we're not welcome on the lands they stole. So why," the alpha asked, "did you help?" 


The whole pack was watching, waiting like his answer mattered, and he was sick of being people's 
entertainment for the night. 


"I'm tired," he said, as steadily as he could manage, which wasn't very. "Could you make it quick?" 
And he hadn't said it before, with Lada by the stream, but the wolves were watching now, all of 
them, and this could be so much worse than having his throat ripped out. "Please." 


"Why?" she asked, which was the worst possible response. 


He should have healed the last wolf. Maybe he wouldn't have woken up again, if he had. 


Oh. They might be forgetting that. He almost had. 


"T can heal the other wolf—" 


The alpha narrowed her eyes, and said, in a viciously even tone, "Are you using his life as 


leverage?" 


"What? I— no, I— but. Before you kill me. I should heal him. Shouldn't I?" 


"Why?" she asked again, like he had some kind of answer. 


"Because I did that to him. And it was wrong. And I didn't want to, but they made— and. I wanted 
to be alive more than I wanted him to be alive. But if I'm going to die anyway, then I want to heal 
him." 


It was dark. He was nightblind from looking towards the fire, and they all had better eyesight than 
him, besides. He could hear them shifting around the clearing, see shadows human-shaped and not 
moving at the edges, but that was all he could make out from the corners of his eyes. They were 
being so quiet. 


"Did you want to?" the alpha asked. "Hurt him. Hurt any of them." 


"What does it matter what I want?" Jaime asked, which was a question that spanned a year of his 
life. "I don't have enough magic left to get away. Or try anything. Or— Please." His nails dug into 
his arms, where he was gripping them. "I can heal him first, if you let me." 


"I'm not going to kill you, Jaime," the alpha said. 


His gaze flashed to the collar, sitting so innocuously next to her. And then Lada was holding both 
his shoulders tight because he'd backed up into her and now he couldn't get any farther away— 


The alpha stood, collar in hand. 


She dropped it into the fire. 


The mage could have run, while the battle was going on. He didn't have to give as much as he had. 


Could have held back, saved his energy, tried something while they were distracted. Could have 
left them defenseless from the start. 


Could have begged for his own life, instead of a chance to heal a wolf before he died. 


"You chose our pack over your life. During the fight, and again now. How could we return that 
with anything less?" 


She set a hand in his hair. Ruffled it, gently. Then she went back to her husbands. Seb seemed 
mostly bemused by how today had gone; Sasha, she was fairly certain, was still contemplating the 
best way to kill all humans. Minus one, perhaps. 


Their mage touched his own hair, lightly. 


"Was that supposed to hurt?" he asked. 


"No," Lada said. "Did it?" 


He shook his head. Watched her mother, and father and papa, and the pack slowly dispersing 
around them. 


"But," he said. "But. I'm dangerous." 


"So are we," she said, with a sharp smile. "Dangerous things should stay together, don't you think?" 


He nodded, slowly. Smiled back, even slower. He had a brilliant smile. Brittle, and a little 
disbelieving, but they could work on that. 


Ivanna watched her daughter steering the mage away. Over towards where Nikita had been 
wrangling her bouncing pup during the proceedings. Ivanna could see her hands tighten on 
Dimitri's shoulders, but the pup wiggled free with blithe disregard for his mother's concern, and 
shifted. Pouncing followed. The mage went down, trying and failing to keep his face free from 
licks. 


He still didn't have shoes, or a coat. The sleeve of the only shirt he had was shredded, and stiff with 
blood from where Lada had bitten him to the bone. He'd healed it, with the same unnatural ease 
he'd done everything else he had. He was trying to push Dimitri away with great inefficiency. He 
looked small. Young; as young as he was. He looked like the least dangerous thing in the world. 
So did most pups, until they grew. 


The collar crackled in the fire, charred beyond recovery. Well. No taking back that decision. 


She knew many of the adults were still as wary as she was. Willing to give him a chance, because 
he'd proved himself as much as a mage could, and because she'd asked them too. But wary. 


She knew most of the pups weren't. 


What happened today was... the enormity of it felt impossible to grasp. Wolves were magic, it was 
in their blood, but that magic had never been theirs. It was something that mages stole from her 
people's flesh and turned against them. This was the same magic, exactly the same, and she wanted 
to take each smiling pup she saw and drag them to the stream to scrub those pretty inked lines from 
their skin before the mage did something, turned it against them somehow, like she felt in her 
bones he would. 


Lada was holding Dimitri up, her arms around his waist, his tail thumping against her. The mage 
was peering out from his defensive curl only with great caution. 


Lada had just... decided to trust him, had listened to him and folded his plan into her own. Their 
pack would certainly have survived without him, but it wouldn't have been as easy, or as bloodless. 


Well, bloodless on their end. 


She eyed the hunter's dead leader. Then she leaned into Sebastian's side, nuzzling her head under 
his chin. 


"Honey," she said, "be a dear and take out the trash?" 


"It's Sasha's turn," Seb said. 


"I have touched that particular trash quite enough, thank you," Alexander replied. And so the 
bickering began. She left them to it. 


A pup walked past on two legs, carrying a blanket, which he very deliberately draped around the 
mage's shoulders before proceeding to shift into a particularly squirmy fur blanket and sit on him. 
Lada let Dimitri go. The puppy pile, as they tended to do, grew from there. 


She had seen her people become living protective wards, making them as untouchable as any 
human stronghold. The skins of her people, used for their own defense. Their magic, used for them. 
There was an impossibility to what had happened today. And there were the possibilities of it, 
possibilities that her daughter had grasped as if there was no barrier of thought to overcome. Like a 
mage could simply help them. Join them. Fit in, as if he were really one of them. 


The mage currently required saving from over-eager puppies accidentally suffocating him. 


She hid a smile behind her hand. 


She didn't know if this would last. If it could. But if it did... they were going to be something to 
see, when they grew up. All of them were. 


"I always knew we'd adopt," Khalida said, as she helped clear enough puppy-weight off Jaime's 
chest so he could breathe again. 


"What are you talking about," Lada said. 


When he was almost twelve, Jaime saw his sister again. And his sister—and his mother, his father, 
and some very nervous villagers—got to meet his pack. 


And the world at large met a wolf pack with a mage. This was not an occasion for which they were 
prepared. 


End Notes 
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